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History of the New York Property Tax. An introduction to the 
history of state and local finance in New York. By John Chris- 
topher Schwab, Ph.D. Publications of the American Economic 
Association, Vol. V, No. 5, 1890. — 8vo, 108 pp. 

The history of American local finance has been almost an untrodden 
field. Although several students are now engaged in working up various 
parts of the subject, almost nothing has been published. It is there- 
fore with a friendly recognition that we must greet this attempt to trace 
the history of the property tax in New York. 

The monograph, which is a slightly enlarged translation of an essay 
originally printed in German, is written on the whole with fidelity and 
care. Extended references are given in the foot-notes to the chief 
published and manuscript material. Very little attempt, however, is 
made to present anything but a consecutive narrative of the facts. In 
the few cases where Dr. Schwab tries his hand at analysis, the result is 
not always good. Thus one of the main points of the monograph is 
that the property tax in New York owes its origin to English and not 
to Dutch precedents. In order to prove this statement the author gives 
us a slight account of the English tenths and fifteenths, which he cor- 
rectly assumes to have been general property taxes. But Dr. Schwab 
errs in believing that this general property tax was peculiar to England. 
It was found all over the continent, in Holland as well as in the other 
countries. In Holland during the middle ages it was known as the 
schot, or tax on the bezittungen, levied at irregular intervals. Especially 
from 1653 on it became a regular state tax levied on all property in 
general. And it is to be noticed that when the Dutch governor gave 
his reasons for imposing a general property tax "on estates and means" 
in 1674, he added the words, "as is practised in the Fatherland in such 
and similar circumstances." Dr. Schwab quotes the text of this docu- 
ment on page 39, but significantly omits this passage, which is perhaps 
the most important part of the letter. It is true, indeed, that the New 
Netherlanders liked to impose excise taxes, after the fashion of their 
mother country. But the English colonies were not backward in this 
respect. Massachusetts imposed a license tax in 1646, and a general 
excise in 1668 ; Plymouth colony imposed an " excise " on wines and 
tobacco in 1646 ; Rhode Island in 1655 ; Pennsylvania in 1684, etc. etc. 
Thus the whole contention of Dr. Schwab that the origin of the New York 
property tax must be sought in England seems very much exaggerated. 
The general property tax was not an exclusive possession of England by 
any means. The efforts made to introduce it under the Dutch regime 
should riot be referred to English precedents alone. The reason of the 
general property tax is to be found in the general economic and social 
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conditions; and this in fact is intimated by the author himself in 
another place. 

The monograph is open to another criticism in its treatment of the 
property tax on corporations. The laws of 1823 and 1829 are given 
correctly, but no mention is made of the successive changes, some of 
them of considerable significance. In particular, the important subject 
of bank taxation is wholly omitted. Again, the provisions of the general 
corporation tax law on page 90 are by no means exact, and we find, 
moreover, no mention of the separate taxes on transportation compa- 
nies. With these exceptions, however, the essay is a good piece of 
work. And it is to be hoped that we shall soon see similar monographs 
devoted to the other American commonwealths. F TJ A S 

Freiland. Ein Sociales Zukunftsbild. Von Theodor Hertzka. 
Leipzig, Verlag von Duncker & Humblot, 1890. — xxxiv, 677 pp. 

It has seemed to me a mistake on the part of the author of this 
romance that he has put his book into the form of a novel, for he has 
not the novelist's gift. His purpose, as distinctly announced, was to 
present his ideas in a realistic, striking way, so that they would reach 
a wider circle of readers and would have a deeper influence. If he 
had presented his views on the social question compactly and in scien- 
tific form, the greater part of his readers would have been better pleased, 
and the book would probably have had a wider influence ; for this novel 
has dissertations as long, dry and unpleasantly scientific to the unscien- 
tific novel reader, as is a work on political economy; while to the 
economist the love story — an improbable, not to say silly one — and 
the multitudinous details regarding the settlement and growth of Freiland 
are almost equally burdensome. 

One cannot avoid the comparison of this work with Bellamy's Looking 
Backward. As a novel it is immeasurably inferior. Bellamy presented 
pleasing pictures, with details that were pleasing, but in the main he 
spared his readers statistical details and long dissertations. Besides 
that, the spirit of charity and brotherly love, so pleasing in an ideal 
world, so hard sometimes to find in our real one, breathed throughout 
the book. In Freiland the spirit is the passionless, scientific one, which 
is out of place in a romance, however valuable and necessary it may be 
elsewhere. A novel should conform to the principles of literary art ; 
but these would exclude the rather precise pages of population statistics. 
Frei/and's absurd love story, too, utterly fails to remove the impression 
that the author has a piece of hard work on hand, — an impression 
that is not favorable for arousing one's enthusiasm for the good time 
coming. 



